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Abstract
The theme of gender roles is present in many genres of literature. In early children’s
literature, the vast majority of these stories portray the most common gender stereotypes, such as
girls who wear pink and play with dolls, while boys wear blue and play with cars and trucks. The
families’ roles are also seen in these books. For example, the mother figure is usually seen at
home with the children, working in the kitchen or outside in the garden, while the father is often
portrayed coming home from a long day of work in a suit and tie. These gender roles are
consistently depicted in similar ways throughout preschool and kindergarten literature. Early
childhood is a critical period to establish self-concept and gender roles, therefore, it is important
to examine how gender roles are described in children’s books. I collected and analyzed data
from the Murray State University Curriculum Materials Center using the constant comparative
method. The books analyzed were all written for emergent readers, which refers to children ages
3 to 6 years old. Qualitative data regarding the various themes found in the literature were
analyzed as well as the quantitative data regarding the number of times each theme is found in
the books. These data were used to determine the strengths and weaknesses of children’s books
as they pertain to gender and gender roles, as well as to help answer the questions such as ‘what
are the most common character genders found in children’s book illustrations from the Theodore
Seuss Geisel award? Do these genders follow gender stereotypes?
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Introduction
Take a moment and think back to your early childhood. For most of us, that probably
looks quite different. But one thing that many of us probably all had in common is the
importance of picture books. Whether it was joining your class on the carpet to listen to a
read-aloud or diving into a story during independent reading, early childhood literature played a
role in each of our lives. Now take a moment to think about your favorite book from your
childhood. What made this book so special to you? Was it the colorful, enticing pictures, or the
captivating story itself? There are a plethora of children’s books published every year, but when
we stop and take a deeper look into these books that are so loved throughout the country, how
outstanding are these books?
Books and stories have been fundamental building blocks for children’s development for
many years. No matter what else may be happening in the world, one thing that will remain
constant is children’s love for reading. Whether you’re reading about what a caterpillar ate for
lunch in Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry Caterpillar, learning about the ABCs in Bill Martin Jr.
and John Archambault’s Chicka Chicka Boom Boom, or going on a winter walk with Peter in
Ezra Jack Keats’s The Snowy Day, you are sure to have a smile on your face by the time you get
to the last line.
While it can be extremely difficult to choose which children’s books are the best, there
are numerous books by countless authors that are worth noting. With beautiful illustrations and
breathtaking storylines, the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award winners and honorees are top
contenders for good reasons. With a total of 75 books being recognized, this list provides eager
young readers everywhere with a great starting point the next time they are on a hunt for a good
book. Although it would be difficult to argue that these books are not worthy of the prestigious
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title of a Theodor Seuss Geisel Award winner or honoree, one might wonder how diverse these
titles truly are. More specifically, what are the most common character genders found in
children’s book illustrations from the Theodore Seuss Geisel award? Do these genders follow
gender stereotypes? This paper aims to answer these questions with the help of the Theodor
Seuss Geisel Award books.
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Past Literature
Gender Schema Theory
Scholars have presented two theories about how children’s perception of gender
develops. The first theory, the gender schema theory, as developed by Sandra Bem,
advances the idea that young children develop their perception of gender through cultural
and life experiences during their early childhood years (Trepanier-Street & Romatowski,
1999). These experiences help shape the child’s idea of gender and allow them to begin
forming their own biases on the matter (Lipsitz Bem, 1983). When reading picture books,
children will often be exposed to a plethora of new information regarding what society
has deemed masculine or feminine. When children realize that there is a difference
between these two characteristics, the development of their gender-schematic processing
begins (Lipsitz Bem, 1983). This act of processing and categorizing information is
thought of as a learned process, meaning that it is not something that naturally occurs
during development (Lipsitz Bem, 1983). When processing gender information, children
may take in the information they see or hear and categorize it based on their preexisting
schema. This, in turn, determines how the knowledge is perceived by the child (Lipsitz
Bem, 1983). Gender-schematic processing will continue consistently until the time the
child enters kindergarten. By the age of six, they are quickly and easily able to identify
the difference between masculine and feminine characteristics and understand the
meaning behind them (Burton, 2020).
The gender schema theory is the backbone for many other ways that gender
portrayal affects emergent readers. One of these ways is the idea that giving children
access to materials that foster exploration of topics such as gender roles exposes them to
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important social issues that they will encounter later in life. It has been noted that
“fostering a commitment to social justice should start when children enter early
childhood classrooms as preschool years are crucial in shaping young children’s cultural
and social understandings” (Nguyen, 2021, p. 744). When exposed to these issues during
early childhood years, children have more opportunities to process and deeply understand
these topics better than they would if they had not been exposed to them as young
children. The children who are experienced in discussions on these issues as kids will
presumably grow up to be more effective and open-minded members of society.
Not only are children capable of having unbiased thoughts, but these thoughts are
also shaping their physical qualities and mental processing. For example, it has been
found that “young children are not only conscious of racial/ethnic/gender/class/ability
differences but also capable of actively producing social discourses that further
discrimination, prejudice, and biases” (Nguyen, 2021, p. 743). When these ideas are
displayed in meaningful ways, children are more likely to incorporate these ways of
thinking into their everyday lives. If these constructs are only talked about and not
demonstrated, children may have a harder time accepting and understanding these
thoughts and ideas. Including these concepts in works of literature, such as picture books,
will give children the opportunity to look at things from a different perspective (Hill Jr. &
Bartow Jacobs, 2019).
Picture books are supposed to show things similar to readers' lives. It is said that
“... texts can act as a mirror from which students can see a reflection of their lives. The
characters may look and talk like them, have similar experiences and family structures.
[...] However, this metaphor assumes that the reflected identity fits the view comfortably;
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in other words, for children with fluid gender identities, these ‘mirror texts’ might feel
more like fun-house mirrors, where the perception of their reality is stretched or altered to
match the status quo rather than representing them as they see themselves” (Hill Jr. &
Bartow Jacobs, 2019, p. 95). This means that some children are seeing themselves
reflected in these stories, but for others who may have more diverse personal lives, these
stories might not accurately represent their upbringing.
Cognitive Development Theory
The second theory, the cognitive development theory, as developed by Jean
Piaget, advances the idea that “sex typing follows naturally and inevitably from universal
principles of cognitive development” (Lipsitz Bem, 1983, p. 601). This theory believes
that children do not learn how to perceive gender through personal life experiences, but
instead, they are born with a “built-in readiness to organize their perceptions of the social
world on the basis of sex” (Lipsitz Bem, 1983, p. 602). Believers of the cognitive
development theory say there are three phases of development that children go through
and are as follows: first, children will begin learning that there are, in fact, specific
‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ characteristics. This first stage typically starts around the age
of 3 to 4 years. The second phase consists of children using this newly-acquired gender
knowledge to begin labeling people and activities as either ‘male’ or ‘female’. Children
are often very rigid during this phase and cannot see the possibility of something
pertaining to more than one gender, such as a person with short hair. This phase typically
lasts from about 5 to 7 years of age. The third and final stage occurs when children begin
to increase their flexibility and are more open to the idea of gender fluidity. This stage
begins around 8 years old and lasts throughout the remainder of one’s life (Lynn Martin
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& Ruble, 2004). For example, in one study, children were asked ‘Is it wrong for boys to
wear nail polish?’. The children who were 8 years and older were more likely to answer
‘no’ and show more open-mindedness to this characteristic that is often thought of as
‘feminine’ (Ling Halim et al., 2011). These three developmental stages are proof to some
that every child goes through the same basic phases of development as it pertains to
gender stereotypes (Lynn Martin & Ruble, 2004). One issue with this way of thinking is
that it has been shown that children tend to overgeneralize male and female differences.
In a study done by Bauer and Coyne in 2004, when 3-year-olds were told that one boy
liked a sofa and one girl liked a table, the children concluded that all boys like sofas and
all girls like tables. These findings support the idea that children can often come up with
false ideas about genders and the characteristics that pertain to them (Lynn Martin &
Ruble, 2004).
When looking at a book, children see a wide range of occupations presented. The
gender roles observed by young children shape their aspiring careers (Jhuremalani et al.,
2022). For example, a study published in 2011 by Anha Jhuremalani, Eman Tadros, and
Adam Goody investigated how implicit and explicit biases of gender stereotypes affected
their view of varying personality traits and occupations. Fifty-four children between the
ages of five and eight were presented with “four occupations- scientist, nurse, athlete, and
singer [...] along with their corresponding traits- intelligence, empathy, athleticism, and
confidence” (Jhuremalani et al., 2022, p. 4). The results of this study showed that female
children who were surveyed were more likely to pick a female as the nurse, a male as the
scientist, a male as the athlete, and a female as the singer. There was no significant bias
between the female participants picking male or female for the intelligence trait or the
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athleticism trait, though both the confidence and empathy traits showed bias towards
females. Male children who were surveyed were more likely to pick a female as the
nurse, a male as the scientist, a male as the athlete, and a female as the singer. There was
no significant bias between the male participants picking male or female for the
intelligence trait or the empathy trait, though the athleticism trait showed bias towards
males. (Jhuremalani et al., 2022). The results of this study show that natural biases occur
in both female and male children regarding occupations and personality traits. Another
example can be seen in a separate study, which revealed that “children aged 6 to 12 have
been found to perceive masculine jobs as more important, lucrative, difficult, and higher
in status compared with feminine jobs…” (Ling Halim et al., 2011, pp. 936-937). With
this information known, it can be assumed that the same type of biases would be present
within picture books. When children see adults performing various jobs in these stories, it
will cause them to question whether or not they could do that job one day, too.
The consensus from cognitive development theory believers is that overall,
younger children tend to have a harder time accepting non-stereotypical traits and believe
that “being a boy and having masculine characteristics appear to be equivalent, whereas
older children understand that some girls differ from other girls and some boys differ
from other boys” (Ling Halim et al., 2011, p. 939). Older children can accept the fact that
not all boys and girls are going to look the same and/or like the same activities. (Ling
Halim et al., 2011). This is to be expected, however, because at the ages of 7 and below,
specific areas of children’s brains, such as the lateral temporal lobe and the posterior
prefrontal cortex, have not physically developed enough to process and understand this
more complex way of thinking. These brain structures develop and grow until early
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adulthood, so it makes sense that young children do not agree with these viewpoints that
are different from their own (Ling Halim et al., 2011).
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Methodology
Purpose and Criteria
The purpose of this research was purely analytical, therefore no interventions were
implemented. A study was conducted using 75 books that had received an honor or top
recognition of the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award. This award was established in 2004 and is
awarded annually to recognize the most distinguished author(s) and illustrator(s) of American
children’s literature, also known as the beginning reader books, published in the United States
(American Library Association, 2021). These books have been chosen based on “the author(s)
and illustrator(s) ability to demonstrate creativity and imagination to engage children in reading
through their literary and artistic achievements” (American Library Association, 2021). Each
year, beginning in 2006, between two and four books are honored and one book is awarded the
top recognition, for a total of 75 books recognized between the years of 2006 and 2022.
The award is presented annually to the author(s) and illustrator(s) of the book that is
deemed to be the “most distinguished contribution to the body of American children’s literature
that encourages and supports the beginning reader published in English in the United States
during the preceding year” (American Library Association, 2021). Other books may be honored,
as long as they are also truly distinguished. To be eligible for the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award,
candidates must be citizens or residents of the United States.
The Association for Library Service to Children Division of the American Library
Association defines these books as being those of excellent quality that provides a stimulating
experience for readers. The books must be published in America and be written for readers
between the ages of 3 and 8. The book must also contain illustrations that allow children to
follow along with the story as necessary (American Library Association, 2021). When deciding
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the winning titles, committee members must consider the following: “Committee members need
to consider the following criteria: Subject matter must be intriguing enough to motivate the child
to read; The book may or may not include short ‘chapters’; New words should be added slowly
enough to make learning them a positive experience; Words should be repeated to ensure
knowledge retention.; Sentences must be simple and straightforward; There must be a minimum
of 24 pages. Books may not be longer than 96 pages; The illustrations must demonstrate the
story being told; The book creates a successful reading experience, from start to finish; The plot
advances from one page to the next and creates a ‘page-turning" dynamic’ (American Library
Association, 2021)”.
This research focused on the 75 honorees and winners of the Theodor Seuss Geisel
Award. These books were awarded the title of Theodor Seuss Geisel winner or honoree between
the years 2006 and 2022. These works of literature were analyzed based on the following
criteria: award year, the title of the book, author(s) of book, author(s) gender(s), illustrator(s) of
book, illustrator(s) gender(s), number of female adult characters, number of male adult
characters, number of female children characters, number of male children characters, number of
gender unknown adult characters, number of gender-unknown children characters, number of age
unknown female characters, number of age unknown male characters, number of age unknown
gender unknown characters, name(s) of character(s), what was/were the character(s) wearing,
what was/were the character(s) doing, and any other relevant observations. At least one page was
scanned from each book to provide a visual representation of the character(s) present, as well.
Each of these criteria will be further discussed in the subsections below.
Award Year
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This criterion refers to the year the book was either awarded or honored with the
Theodor Seuss Geisel Award, between 2006 and 2022.
Title of Book
This criterion refers to the name of the work of literature that was either awarded
or honored with the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award.
Author(s) of Book
This criterion refers to the author or authors who wrote the book that was either
awarded or honored with the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award.
Author(s) Gender(s)
This criterion refers to the gender(s) of the author(s) of the work of literature that
was either awarded or honored with the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award.
Illustrator(s) of Book
This criterion refers to the illustrator or illustrators who wrote the book that was
either awarded or honored with the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award.
Illustrator(s) Gender(s)
This criterion refers to the gender(s) of the illustrator(s) of the work of literature
that was either awarded or honored with the Theodor Seuss Geisel Award.
Number of Female Adult Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I
identified as being both female and adult. Characteristics I looked for were things such as
other characters referring to them as “mom” or similar terms, being in a position of
authority, being tall (or larger than other characters), wearing typically feminine clothing
(such as dresses, skirts, high heels, jewelry, etc.), referring to a child of theirs, being
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dressed in typically feminine colors (such as pink, purple, etc.), performing stereotypical
female adult activities (such as gardening, cooking, caring for children, etc.) and so on.
Number of Male Adult Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I
identified as being both male and adult. Characteristics I looked for were things such as
other characters referring to them as “dad” or similar terms, being in a position of
authority, being tall (or larger than other characters), wearing typically male clothing
(such as suits, sports uniforms, etc.), referring to a child of theirs, being dressed in
typically masculine colors (such as blue, green, red, etc.), performing stereotypical male
adult activities (such as working with tools, coaching sports, etc.) and so on.
Number of Female Children Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I
identified as being both female and a child. Characteristics I looked for were things such
as other characters referring to them as “daughter” or similar terms, being short (or
smaller than other characters), wearing typically female clothing (such as dresses, skirts,
jewelry, etc.), referring to another character as “mom”, “dad”, or another familial term,
being dressed in typically feminine colors (such as pink, purple, etc.), performing
stereotypical female child activities (such as playing with dolls, dressing up, doing art,
etc.), and so on.
Number of Male Children Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I
identified as being both male and a child. Characteristics I looked for were things such as
other characters referring to them as “son” or similar terms, being short (or smaller than
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other characters), wearing typically male clothing (such as ties, sports uniforms, etc.),
referring to another character as “mom”, “dad”, or another familial term, being dressed in
typically masculine colors (such as blue, green, red, etc.), performing stereotypical male
child activities (such as playing sports, playing with cars or trucks, playing with
dinosaurs, etc.), and so on.
Number of Gender-Unknown Adult Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I could
not identify as either male or female, but could still identify as an adult. Characteristics I
looked for included things such as no mention of terms such as “mom”, “dad”, or similar
gender-conforming terms, being tall (or larger than other characters), wearing neither
typical male nor typical female clothing (such as t-shirts, shorts, jeans, etc.), and so on.
Number of Gender-Unknown Children Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I could
not identify as either male or female, but could still identify as an adult. Characteristics I
looked for included things such as no mention of terms such as “mom”, “dad”, or similar
gender-conforming terms, being tall (or larger than other characters), wearing neither
typical male nor typical female clothing (such as t-shirts, shorts, jeans, etc.), and so on.
Number of Age-Unknown Female Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I could
not identify as a child or an adult, but could still identify as a female. Characteristics I
looked for included things such as being referred to as “mom” or similar familial terms,
wearing typically female clothing (such as dresses, skirts, jewelry, etc.), being dressed in
typically feminine colors (such as pink, purple, etc.), and so on.
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Number of Age-Unknown Male Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I could
not identify as a child or an adult, but could still identify as a male. Characteristics I
looked for included things such as being referred to as “dad” or similar familial terms,
wearing typically male clothing (such as suits, ties, sports uniforms, etc.), being dressed
in typically masculine colors (such as blue, green, red, etc.), and so on.
Number of Age-Unknown Gender-Unknown Characters
This criterion refers to the number of characters present in the book that I did not
believe showcased any age-defining or gender-defining characteristics.
Names of Characters
This criterion refers to the names of the characters in the book (if given).
What Were the Characters Wearing?
This criterion describes the articles of clothing and the colors of clothing that each
character in the book was wearing (if applicable).
What Were the Characters Doing?
This criterion describes what the characters in the book were seen doing and gives
a summary of the book.
Other Observations
This criterion gives space for any other important and relevant information to be
noted, such as stereotypes found in the book, the lack of pronouns used in the book, or
anything that I found to be nontraditional or non-stereotypical.
Scanned Pages
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This criterion held space for a scanned photo of a page of the book to be included
within the data to allow for a visual representation of the characters or storyline.
Procedure
After the criteria were analyzed for each of the 75 selected books, the data found was
entered into a master spreadsheet. The corresponding data was filled into each of the columns of
the table and included at least one photo of a page for reference. The main purpose of the photo
was to highlight the gender stereotypes, if any, present in the book. If there was no major
stereotyping found in the book, a page was selected that showed a wide range of characters
present. Once the table was filled with the data entries from each of the 75 selected books, the
analysis process began.
To begin this process, I determined which data sets I wanted to use to create visual
representations by creating pie charts or bar graphs. The first data set I chose was the author’s
gender. To create this pie chart, I calculated the percentage of authors that were male, female, or
had multiple authors. I then entered these percentages into Excel. The second data set I chose to
analyze was the illustrator genders. To create this pie chart, I calculated the percentage of
illustrators that were male, female, or had multiple illustrators. I then entered these percentages
into Excel. The third data set I analyzed was the ages and genders of the characters present in
each book. To create this pie chart, I calculated the percentage of characters that were male
adults, male children, female adults, female children, gender unknown adults, gender unknown
children, age unknown females, age unknown males, and age unknown gender unknown
characters. I then entered these percentages into Excel. The fourth data set I analyzed was
comparing the gender of authors to the most common character gender for each book. To create
this pie chart, I calculated the percentage of books that had either a male or female author and
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whether the most common character gender was male, female, gender unknown, or an equal mix
of two or more genders. I then entered these percentages into Excel. The fifth and final data set I
analyzed was the most frequent character gender(s) by year. To create this bar graph, I calculated
the most frequent gender or genders of the books recognized by the Theodor Seuss Geisel award
for each year between the years 2006 and 2022. I then entered these percentages into Excel.
Once all five charts had been created, I explained the findings of each data set.
Internal and External Validity
Because the analysis of the characters was done solely by myself, the question of internal
validity becomes a concern. It is important to note that I am a white female, so the opinions
stated in this paper may be reflected upon that criteria. Since I was the one identifying the ages
and/or genders of these characters, my opinion was quite heavily incorporated into the final
statistics. When analyzing the characters, I tried my best to only allow concrete evidence that
was presented in either the illustrations or the story to influence my decision on the ages and
genders of the characters. Due to these reasons, if someone was to replicate the study, the results
could potentially have a different outcome. When analyzing the genders of the authors and
illustrators, I referenced an online biography of each of them. I searched for the use of pronouns
such as ‘he’ or ‘she’ to decide the gender of the authors and illustrators.
Ethical Issues
For this research, the authors and illustrators of the books analyzed were presented
because this information is considered public. Since anyone can find out the author and
illustrator of any given book, this information did not have to be hidden during the study. The list
of award nominees and recipients is also public information, so there is additionally no ethical
concern regarding the use and reference to this list.
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Discussion
Findings
Character Breakdown
My data shows that out of the 463 characters analyzed in the 75 books that were
recognized by the Theodor Seuss Geisel award, 214 of them (or 46.2 percent) were
age-unknown, gender-unknown characters, 51 of them (or 11 percent) were male children
characters, 47 of them (or 10.2 percent) were male adult characters, 43 of them (or 9.3
percent) were female adult characters, 40 of them (or 8.6 percent) were female children
characters, 30 of them (or 6.5 percent) were age unknown, male characters, 15 of them
(or 3.2 percent) were gender unknown children characters, 15 of them (or 3.2 percent)
were age unknown, female characters, and 8 of them (or 1.7 percent) were gender
unknown adult characters (See Figure 1).
Figure 1

This data supports the idea that the majority of the characters present in the books
analyzed were age-unknown, gender-unknown characters. Before beginning my analysis,
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I suspected this might be the case. The majority of the characters analyzed were
non-human characters, which made it significantly more difficult to determine their ages
and genders. The only way I was able to determine the age or gender of a non-human
character was if the text revealed this information to me. Even if the character was
wearing clothing, it was sometimes difficult to tell whether the character was an adult or
a child and a female or a male.
Comparing Author’s Gender with the Portrayal of Gender
My data shows that 30.9 percent of the books analyzed had a male author who
most often depicted gender-unknown characters. Of the books, 20.2 percent had a female
author who most often portrayed gender unknown characters. In 12.1 percent of the
books analyzed, a female author most often presented male characters. In 10.7 percent of
the books analyzed, a male author depicted male characters most frequently. In 8.1
percent of the books analyzed, a female author most often portrayed female characters. In
5.4 percent of the books analyzed, a male author most often presented the same number
of male and female characters. In 4 percent of books analyzed, a female author most
often depicted the same numbers of male and female characters. In 2.6 percent of books
analyzed, a male author portrayed the same number of male and gender-unknown
characters. In 2.6 percent of books analyzed, a female author presented an equal number
of male, female, and gender-unknown characters. In 2 percent of the books analyzed, a
male author most often depicted female characters. A small percentage (1.3 percent) of
books analyzed had a male author who portrayed the same number of female and
gender-unknown characters (See Figure 2).
Figure 2
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The majority of the books analyzed were written by male authors who presented
mainly gender-unknown characters.
Most Frequent Character Gender(s) by Year
My data shows that in 2006, four books depicted mainly male characters, and one
book portrayed mostly gender-unknown characters. In 2007, two books presented mainly
gender-unknown characters, one book depicted mainly male characters, and one book
portrayed mainly female characters. In 2008, four books presented mainly
gender-unknown characters, and one book depicted mainly male and female characters.
In 2009, two books portrayed mainly gender-unknown characters, one book presented
mainly female characters, one book depicted mainly male and female characters, and one
book portrayed an equal number of male, female, and gender-unknown characters. In
2010, two books presented mainly male characters, two characters depicted mainly
female characters, and one book portrayed mainly male and female characters. In 2011,
two books presented mainly female characters, and one book depicted mainly male and
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female characters. In 2012, three books portrayed mainly gender-unknown characters,
and one book presented mainly male characters. In 2013, two books depicted mainly
male characters, and two books portrayed mainly gender-unknown characters. In 2014,
two books presented mainly female characters, one book depicted mainly male
characters, and one book portrayed mainly gender-unknown characters. In 2015, two
books presented mainly gender-unknown characters, and one book depicted mainly male
and female characters. In 2016, three books portrayed mainly gender-unknown
characters, and one mainly presented male and female characters. In 2017, three books
depicted mainly gender-unknown characters, one book portrayed mainly male characters,
and one book presented mainly male and gender-unknown characters. In 2018, two books
depicted mainly gender-unknown characters, two books portrayed mainly male and
female characters, one book presented mainly male characters, and one book depicted
mainly male and gender-unknown characters. In 2019, four books portrayed mainly
gender-unknown characters, and one book presented mainly male characters. In 2020,
three books presented mainly gender-unknown characters, and one book depicted mainly
male characters. In 2021, three books depicted mainly gender-unknown characters, and
two books presented mainly male characters. In 2022, two books depicted mainly
gender-unknown characters, one book portrayed mainly male characters, and one book
presented mainly male and female characters (See Figure 3).
Figure 3
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As seen by the chart above, gender unknown characters were one of the most
frequent character genders in all but two years between the years 2006 and 2022. Females
are not present in the years 2006, 2008, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019,
2020, 2021, or 2022.
Overarching Themes,
Unfortunately, after gathering my data regarding gender roles found in the books
analyzed, I was left a bit disappointed. The vast majority of these books followed the
stereotypical path regarding gender roles. For example, in the 2006 Theodor Seuss Geisel
award winner Henry and Mudge and the Great Grandpas written by Cynthia Rylant, it is
seen on page 38 that the mother stayed back to cook in the kitchen while all of the boys
in the book went swimming (See Figure 4) (Rylant, 2005). This book fell into the trap of
portraying the adult female character as the one who does the cooking. Another example
can be seen in a 2007 honoree; Mercy Watson Goes for a Ride, written by Kate
DiCamillo. On page 1, Mrs. Watson is shown to have just finished cooking breakfast for
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Mr. Watson and Mercy (See Figure 5) (DiCamillo, 2006). This book also continued the
stereotype to portray the adult female character as the one who does the cooking. The
stereotype of girls being seen as weak was demonstrated on page 7 of the 2010 winner
Benny and Penny in the Big No-No!. The little boy, Benny, referred to girls as ‘crybabies’
when talking to his sister about their new neighbor who had just moved in next door (See
Figure 6) (Hayes, 2009). In a 2019 honoree; Tiger vs. Nightmare, written by Emily Tetri,
the role of adult men working on cars/working in a garage can be seen on page 10 (See
Figure 7) (Tetri, 2018). In terms of the theme of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ colors, there
were many instances throughout the books where girls were seen wearing pink and
purple while boys were seen wearing blue and red. One book, in particular, a 2021
honoree; Ty’s Travels: Zip, Zoom! written by Starling Lyons, featuring the main character,
Ty, learning how to ride a scooter at the park with his family. On page 32, Ty can be seen
riding a black and red scooter and wearing a red and black helmet, while his friend, Ari,
is pictured riding a pink scooter and wearing a pink and purple helmet (See Figure 8)
(Lyons, 2020).
While most of the books I analyzed had little to no evidence of breaking gender
stereotypes, there were a handful of books that included something that caught my eye.
One book, in particular, was the 2007 award-winner; Zelda and Ivy: The Runaways,
written by Laura McGee Kvasnosky. This book had a subtle difference in terms of gender
roles. On page 1, it is said that “Dad’s making cucumber sandwiches for lunch”
(Kvasnosky, 1998, p. 1). Instead of featuring the mother in the kitchen, the father was
seen cooking instead, even though the mother was present in the story (See Figure 9).
The 2012 award-winner; Tales for Very Picky Eaters written by Josh Schneider also broke
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this gender role. On page 1, it is shown that James’ father was the one fixing him lunch
(See Figure 10) (Schneider, 2014). Another book that broke typical gender roles was a
2010 honoree; Pearl and Wagner: One Funny Day, written by Kate McMullan. This book
featured both a male librarian and a male cafeteria worker, as seen on pages 13 and 16
(See Figures 11 & 12) (McMullan, 2012). Although it isn’t specifically stated, the 2016
award winner; Don’t Throw it to Mo!, written by David A. Adler, seems to show a girl on
the football team on page 15 (See Figure 13). The child is wearing a football uniform like
the rest of the children, but their hair is in pigtails which leads me to believe that it may
be meant to be perceived as a female (Adler, 2015).
Future Directions
There are multiple ways that this study could be taken further. For example, I solely
analyzed these books based on their references to gender. One could easily replicate this study in
terms of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, as well as other factors. Another direction this
study could be taken is to look at books other than the Theodor Seuss Geisel award winners and
honorees. It could be argued that the committee members of the award could be biased when
selecting the winners, which could cause skewed books to be chosen as a result.
While part of my analysis focused on common themes presented among the 75 analyzed
books, the point was made that in terms of gender, these books; overall, did not do a great job of
staying away from gender stereotypes. To take this study in another direction, one could choose
to gather a selection of books that break gender norms. Some books that I came across while
doing my research were titles such as Jacob’s New Dress by Ian Hoffman and Sarah Hoffman,
From the Stars in the Sky to the Fish in the Sea by Kai Cheng Thom, I Am Jazz by Jazz Jennings,
Except When They Don’t by Laura Gehl, Sparkle Boy Lesléa Newman, What is a Girl? What is a
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Boy? by Stephanie Waxman, and Girls Can Do Anything by Caryl Hart and Ali Pye. Although
the books mentioned above were not Theodor Geisel award winners, they are all prime examples
of literature aimed at emergent readers that introduce young readers to a new perspective of
gender and gender roles.
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Conclusion
It has been shown that many factors play into the effect gender portrayal in early
childhood literature has on gender perception among emergent readers. Factors such as the
gender schema theory would argue that gender portrayal has a major effect among emergent
readers, while other factors such as the cognitive development theory would argue the contrary.
No matter one’s view on the matter, it goes without saying that picture books still play a vital
role in the development of young children. These stories provide children with a plethora of
knowledge about a large array of topics that they will use for the rest of their lives.
When emergent readers are exposed to literature, it is through either being read to or
‘reading’ on their own. When being read to, children gain knowledge from both the pictures and
the text in the story, which provides them with a deeper understanding of the themes throughout
the book. However, children are also often encouraged to explore books on their own. For
preschool-aged children and below, this process will most likely look different than when read
to. Most children at this age are unable to read fluently, thus, when looking at books on their
own, illustrations are what provide children with the most information. Therefore, not only the
text in these books must be high quality, but the pictures, as well.
By aiming to showcase picture books that provide accurate information while also
positively affecting young children’s relationship with gender perception among gender portrayal
and gender stereotypes, we can ensure that the next generation of readers will be more
open-minded and accepting members of society. Therefore, next time you open up a picture
book, ask yourself: ‘how will the gender portrayal in this book affect the gender perception
among emergent readers?’ The answer might just surprise you.

26

References
Adler, D. A. (2015). Don't Throw it to Mo! Penguin Group (USA.
American Library Association. (2021). Theodor Seuss Geisel Award | Association for Library
Service to Children (ALSC). American Library Association. Retrieved September 1,
2022, from https://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/geisel
Burton, C. (2020). Gender Disrupted During Storytime: Critical Literacy in Early Childhood
Education. Journal of Childhood Studies, 45(4), 35-48. Journal of Childhood Studies:
The Canadian Association for Young Children. https://doi.org/10.18357/jcs00018978
DiCamillo, K. (2006). Mercy Watson Goes for a Ride. Candlewick Press.
Hayes, G. (2009). Benny and Penny in The Big No-no! A Toon Book. Toon Books.
Hill Jr., T. M., & Bartow Jacobs, K. (2019). “The Mouse Looks Like a Boy”: Young Children’s
Talk About Gender Across Human and Nonhuman Characters in Picture Books. Early
Childhood Education Journal, 48(1), 93-102. Springer Link.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-019-00969-x
Jhuremalani, A., Tadros, E., & Goody, A. (2022). Stereo-atypical: An Investigation into the
Explicit and Implicit Gender Stereotypes in Primary School-Aged Children. Early
Childhood Education Journal, 1-15. Springer Link.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-022-01355-w
Kvasnosky, L. M. (1998). Zelda and Ivy. Candlewick Press.
Ling Halim, M., Ruble, D. N., & Amodio, D. M. (2011). From Pink Frilly Dresses to ‘One of the
Boys’: A Social-Cognitive Analysis of Gender Identity Development and Gender Bias.
Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 5(11), 933-949. One Compass Many
Directions. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2011.00399.x

27
Lipsitz Bem, S. (1983, Summer). Gender schema Theory and Its Implications for Child
Development: Raising Gender-Aschematic Children in a Gender-Schematic Society.
Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 8(4), 598-616. JSTOR.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3173685
Lynn Martin, C., & Ruble, D. (2004). Children’s Search for Gender Cues: Cognitive Perspectives
on Gender Development. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 13(2), 67-70.
JSTOR. https://www.jstor.org/stable/20182912
Lyons, K. S. (2020). Ty's Travels: Zip, Zoom! HarperCollins Publishers.
McMullan, K. (2012). Pearl and Wagner: One Funny Day. Penguin Young Readers Group.
Nguyen, A. (2021). “Children Have the Fairest Things to Say”: Young Children’s Engagement
with Anti-Bias Picture Books. Early Childhood Education Journal, 50(1), 743-759.
Springer Link. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-021-01186-1
Rylant, C. (2005). Henry and Mudge and the Great Grandpas: The Twenty-sixth Book of Their
Adventures. Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers.
Schneider, J. (2014). Tales for Very Picky Eaters. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.
Tetri, E. (2018). Tiger Vs. Nightmare. First Second.
Trepanier-Street, M. L., & Romatowski, J. A. (1999). The Influence of Children's Literature on
Gender Role Perceptions: A Reexamination. Early Childhood Education Journal, 26(3),
155-159. Springer Link. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022977317864

28

Appendix
Figure 1: Character Breakdown ................................................................................................... 17
Figure 2: Comparing Author's Gender with the Portrayal of Gender .......................................... 19
Figure 3: Most Frequent Character Gender(s) by Year ................................................................ 21

29
Figure 4: Henry and Mudge and the Great Grandpas p. 38

30
Figure 5: Mercy Watson Goes for a Ride p. 1

31
Figure 6: Benny and Penny in the Big No-No! p. 7

32
Figure 7: Tiger vs. Nightmare pg. 10

33
Figure 8: Ty’s Travels: Zip, Zoom! p. 32

34
Figure 9: Zelda and Ivy: The Runaways p. 1

35
Figure 10: Tales for Very Picky Eaters p. 1

36
Figure 11: Pearl and Wagner: One Funny Day p. 13

37
Figure 12: Pearl and Wagner: One Funny Day p. 16

38
Figure 13: Don’t Throw it to Mo! p. 15

